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As much as a glimpse into the prevailing cultural patterns, within which 
current gendered social-linguistic bickering takes place, can also con-
tribute to a tolerant and inclusive discussion of “linguistic subversion” 
(Jogan, 2018).

The power of form /…/ is that very symbolic power that enables power 
to fully realise itself by concealing itself as power and letting everyone 
acknowledge it, approve of it, and accept it precisely because it appeared 
as universal – a universality of mind and morals (Bourdieu, 2001, trans-
lation by M. Š.). 

Introduction

While the first quote refers to “bickering”, as some have labelled 
the public discussion that took place in 2018 and 2019 about 
gender‑neutral language and how to limit its androcentricity, 

the second quote answers some key questions about the relation between 
the symbolic and the universal, on the one hand, and the distribution of 
social power, on the other. These questions are also central to discrimina-
tion in language as part of a wide range of aspects of inequality and social 
marginalisation of individual groups. The present article and the author’s 
previous work on gender-neutral language in Slovenia are the result of no-
ticing that on the discursive level, especially in less formal discourse, but 
also in institutionalised discussions about gender and language, the rights 
of socially disadvantaged groups are all too often disrespected, including 
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the right to question culturally assimilated “truths”. As a social semiot-
ic and a symbolic code that determines the ways we think about some-
one or something,  language is an important social institution and a key 
battlefield for equality that must remain open to activist intervention. 
In terms of gender-neutral language (hereinafter GNL),1 it makes more 
sense to discuss what speakers do with language in social interaction than 
what constitutes language and its systemic aspects. The conceptualisation 
of language outside its user is problematic because language is primari-
ly a field of action and social practices. According to Tuldava, discourse, 
as the most important social aspect of language, is a pragmatic process 
dealing with meaning (Verdonk, 2002, p. 18; Widdowson, 2004, p. 8) in 
the sense of interactive events that have meaning and that posit “agen-
cy”. As such, discourse determines the balance of power between individ-
ual participants. Critical discourse analysis (CAD) rejects the assump-
tion about the neutrality of science (Van Dijk, 2008), as scientists are also 
(or especially) part of social structures that establish important balanc-
es of power. This is why (critical) analysis of academic discourse has been 
central to CAD and other linguistic studies across the world in recent 
years. For Fairclough (1992, p. 128), a critical linguist, discourse is a spe-
cial way of constructing the subject matter that includes rules about gen-
res. For Kress (1989, p. 7), discourses are “systematically organised sets of 
statements which give expression to the meanings and values of an institu-
tion” and include a variety of genres. However, it was not until the advent 
of corpus linguistics, which made it possible to examine large quantities 
of language data, that true (quantitative and qualitative) discourse analy-
sis became possible. In a narrow linguistic sense, discourse can be under-
stood simply as a type of text that entails identifying conventional pat-
terns of language use. The longest tradition among approaches to gender 
and language must be recognised in (variational) sociolinguistic analyses 
(Kranjc, 2019, pp. 396–397), which were based on considerations of lan-
guage as a product of the individual’s personal sociodemographic circum-
stances. In the following sections, we will observe GNL particularly as it 
is revealed at the intersection of feminism, linguistics and education. In 
doing so, we will touch upon various aspects of education, such as teach-
ing materials, language resources and academic discourse about language. 
The level of the implementation of GNL at the discourse level in a range 
of educational environments will be examined.

1	 Initiatives to limit gender disproportion come from many international and supranational 
institutions. Guidelines and policies for GNL (gender-neutral language, also gender-fair 
or gender-sensitive language) are an integral part of gender equality policies (UN, UNE-
SCO, European Parliament and others).
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A Brief Overview of the History of GNL in Slovenia and Abroad
It is important to note that specifically addressing the topic of gender equal-
ity began in feminist linguistics and in women’s studies of the 1970s, pro-
ducing the strongest traditions in France and the USA. A ground-break-
ing work about gender categories in language from this period is Language 
and Woman’s Place by Robin Lakoff from 1975, although the author’s bi-
nary oppositional conceptualisation of gender and gender difference is ob-
solete from today’s perspective. Another book, Man Made Language by 
Dale Spender from 1980, also gained a lot of attention. The icon of French 
feminism, Simone de Beauvoir, wrote: “Man is defined as a human being 
and a woman as a female – whenever she behaves as a human being she is 
said to imitate the male” (in Moran & Mooney, 2002, p. 479). Among the 
younger generation of French feminists who strongly insisted that every 
representation, be it male or female, is first rooted in language and only 
then in politics, culture, economy and history are the most prominent 
theoreticians and philosophers, e.g. Luce Irigaray, Hélène Cixous and the 
Bolgarian-French semiotician Julija Kristeva, who were particularly con-
cerned with language reform. However, de Beauvoir’s quote remains at 
the centre of the polemical debates that have emerged time and again over 
the decades, and that are likely to continue, as indicated by recent discus-
sions about language (in)equality in Slovenia and abroad. Certain initia-
tives that took place in the past (Žagar & Milharčič Hladnik, 1996; ac-
tivities of the Ministry of Education, Science and Sport and the Office 
for Women’s Politics; Stabej & Mihovar Globokar, 1995, see Umek, 2008, 
p. 59; Government Office for Legislation, 2004/2008/2018; Commission 
for Women in Science (Šribar), 2010; for an overview of the guidelines 
to date see Dobrovoljc & Stabej, 2019), were followed by a period of ab-
sence of public debate until the decision of the Senate of the Faculty of 
Arts of the University of Ljubljana on 25 April 2018 to promote GNL in 
the faculty’s rules and regulations. This discussion generated wide pub-
lic and media interest and went on for several months.2 Interestingly, the 
part of the discussion concerning linguists – who soon formed two op-
posing camps – was somewhat overshadowed by social and philosophi-
cal reflections on (grammatical) gender. Like two decades earlier, the first 
camp strongly disapproved of the politically-motivated language inter-
vention, while the second camp saw the need for gender neutralisation of 
language and discourse as advocated by some proponents (linguists, social 
scientists and post-structuralists). Furthermore, the second camp argued 

2	 A round table entitled Gender and Language at the Faculty of Arts was held on 23 October 
2018, and a discussion entitled Gender and Respect, organised by the Research Centre of the 
Slovenian Academy of Sciences and Arts, took place on 14 November 2019.
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against the decision intervening in the Slovenian language system; in 
their view, the intervention could only be about language use and policy. 
Experts in social sciences and humanities (sociology, philosophy, anthro-
pology, law and others) actively participated in the discussion, confirm-
ing the interdisciplinary character of language studies. Among the objec-
tions to the initiative of the Senate of the Faculty of Arts that were voiced 
by people who regard themselves as supporters of gender equality was the 
exclusion of the transgender group from the (binary) conception of gen-
der; this objection did not, however, come primarily from supporters of 
transgender-oriented language policy, who apparently understood the dis-
cussion mainly as an attempt to denaturalise heteronormative discourse.3 
Furthermore, the objection to the politics of identity – which presuma-
bly characterises the “struggle” for gender equality in language and rein-
forces discrimination by accepting capitalist liberal ideology and the frag-
mentation of society instead of eliminating it (e.g. Močnik, 2019; Šribar, 
2018; Vuk Godina, 2018) – is based on understanding GNL as a “wom-
en’s struggle”, when in fact it is first and foremost a “social struggle”.4 This 
problem is embodied in the “universal” categories of male-centric syntax 
and the description of, for instance, “human” in a dictionary, indicating a 
close connection between grammar and social power, especially given the 
centuries-long tradition of male-as-the-norm. It is often difficult to pro-
vide empirical evidence for gender discrimination and male domination 
in language at the level of its symbolic structures. To understand more 
broadly the promotion of GNL that can be observed in the post-structur-
alist (and post-rationalist) approaches to language, it is important both to 
consider the insights of feminist linguistics and women’s studies, as well as 
the sociolinguistic and sociological perspectives on gender and language, 
while research is also being conducted on the connections between GNL 
and gender stereotyping and gender discrimination as part of a broad-
er Marie Curie Initial Training (Language, Cognition, and Gender)5 re-
search infrastructure in psycholinguistics.

3	 Helena Drnovšek Zorko: https://www.cep.si/wp-content/uploads/2019/03/Perspec-
tives_DZorko_27.3.2.pdf.

4	 Here lies the core problem of the binary conceptualisation of gender: “women’s” efforts to 
achieve equality are first interpreted as a matter of “female identity politics”, and only then 
as a matter that concerns “man” or humanity in general, while for men it is the other way 
around. 

5	 http://www.itn-lcg.psy.unibe.ch/content/index_eng.html.
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(Grammatical) Gender as a Category of the Language System 

The (Non-)Neutrality of the Masculine Grammatical Form
The notion of gender categories in the language system seems very appro-
priate for illustrating the power that shows itself as universality (Bourdieu, 
1991, p. 240). It is the existing linguistic norm – i.e. the power that is “rec-
ognized by all and thus universal” (ibid.) and seems self-evident, and for 
this very reason is questioned by the GNL – that justifies the neutrality 
of the masculine grammatical form. In reality, gender is a complex gram-
matical category defined on at least four levels: grammatical, lexical or lex-
ical-semantic, referential, and social (gender) (cf. Hellinger & Bussmann, 
2001, pp. 7–11). Here “referential gender” refers to a dynamic referential 
relation linking linguistic terms to social reality and by no means to a bi-
ological characteristic of the referent. Therefore, a (political) choice that 
critically observes the existing asymmetries in language is quite legit-
imate. We all actively participate in inclusion or exclusion through our 
language choices. Which practices are conventional, and how they be-
come conventional, depends on complex social processes, not just in re-
lation to language. As male and female speakers, we differ in the percep-
tion of the male grammatical gender as neutral referring to all genders. 
Slovenian Grammar (Toporišič, 2000), the Slovenian Normative Guide 
2001 and Slovenian linguistics traditionally state that it is the masculine 
gender that is neutral in both standard and colloquial language, as well as 
in dialects. Every language has its own system, which is based on the im-
plicit social agreement. However, “language” is more than just a system. 
Within the (structural) linguistic-systemic perspective, there is a belief 
that the problem of gender inequality does not originate in the grammati-
cal gender category and thus cannot be solved by language. Others believe 
that the problem of GNL must be solved exclusively by the existing lin-
guistic means, i.e. with the linguistic-systemic possibilities of Slovenian. 
However, the awareness that the neutrality of the masculine grammatical 
gender not only solves but creates new problems of linguistic hierarchisa-
tion has been present for a long time.

“Feminisation” in Language and Society
 “Feminisation” in language, i.e. the use of gendered, or gender-non-neu-
tral, forms (for job titles) in Slovenia dates back to the 1990s. In this sense, 
“feminisation” refers to “the introduction of linguistic feminine forms” 
with the aim of limiting the androcentricity of language, and, as evident 
from the source, without conveying any evaluative meaning. This is typi-
cal of all field terms (see sense “linguistics” below, SSKJ2):
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feminisation 

	 1. an increasing number of women in places of work or various pro-
fessions: feminisation of the teaching profession 

	 2. the acquisition of feminine characteristics: feminisation of men 
was also evident in the way they dressed

◆ biol. a change of certain characteristics in the male organism to female 
characteristics; ling. a process by which a word or form changes to the fem-
inine form.

However, by gaining a political profile, the “feminisation of lan-
guage” has taken on a more negative connotation (the French Academy 
and conservative linguists are strongly against the “feminisation of 
French”). By analogy with sense 1 of “feminisation” above concerning pro-
fessions and occupations, where, as corpus data show,6 feminine forms of-
ten acquire a pejorative connotation, such as in tajnica (Eng. secretary) 
as opposed to tajnik (Eng. secretary), etc., feminine linguistic forms in 
general hold a non-neutral status through evaluative meaning. Therefore, 
interventions in traditional nomenclatures and address terms, e.g. gen-
der-specific job titles, do not in themselves bring improvements. As shown 
by GNL reforms in some languages, they can even be counterproductive, 
such as forms with a feminine grammatical suffix in French (écrivaine, 
poetesse) and English (chairwoman, poetess, etc.). The non-neutral, some-
times pejorative meaning of these forms has to do with the way we use lan-
guage in its evaluative function in the existing power relations. Slovenian 
is a language with limited possibilities of concealing grammatical gen-
der. However, in languages of this kind as well as in those where it is pos-
sible not to express gender (i.e. where syntax is less gender-marked), one 
can note the dilemma between the decision to “feminise” agent nouns, on 
the one hand, and to “neutralise” them, on the other. The former makes 
women more prominent but often carries pejorative connotations, while 
the latter – using the masculine form as the norm – makes women in-
visible. For the purpose of this article, however, the first meaning men-
tioned above is the more interesting one, since empirical data show that 
it is the most common in standard language and tends to trigger negative 
evaluation.

6	 Lexical and discursive analysis of the use of the lexeme “feminisation” (Šorli, 2020) as an ex-
ample of a seemingly neutral language – based on the dictionary entry in the Dictionary of 
Standard Slovenian – reveals strong social connotations and gender asymmetries. The word 
often appears in contextual environments that portray it as something negative, socially 
undesirable or as something associated with events, facts or characteristics that encourage 
negative associations.
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Gender: Language and Society/Culture 
One of the forms of power that increasingly appears as “a universality of 
mind or morality” (Bourdieu, 1991) is certainly gender being convention-
ally conceived of in binary terms based on the biological dichotomy be-
tween man and woman. However, attributing the “bodily” gender is it-
self a social decision that has more to do with convention than biology 
(Fausto-Sterling, 2000, p. 4; Butler, 1993, 1990). For this reason, Perger 
(2016), for example, uses the term “a person who is socially recognised as 
a woman/man” in her study of sexism in higher education. Money and 
some other psychologists use the term “gender” to describe “an identity 
or self-presentation of a particular individual” (Money & Ehrhardt, 1972) 
that is always structured in terms of the demands of society. In contrast, 
many sociologists (e.g. Lorber, 1994, in Fausto-Sterling, 2000, p. 4) use it 
to describe a social structure that differentiates between men and women 
and can drastically interfere with their personal freedom. Fausto-Sterling 
uses the term “gender” in both of the above meanings and the term “sex” 
when referring to issues of the body or behaviour: “An individual, there-
fore, has a sex (male, female, not designated, other); but they engage with 
the world via a variety of social, gender” and, of course, language conven-
tions. “Gender, then, is definitely in the eye of the beholder. Sex and gender 
presentation are in the body and mind of the presenter” (ibid., p. 7). Some 
researchers from the field of social sciences and gender studies have there-
fore tried to relativise the role of biology. They speak of the social or cul-
tural construct and reject the widespread assumption that gender is based 
on sex (Antić Gaber, 2014, p. 162). In reality, it is always the social conven-
tions, language or discourse structuring of gender (and sex) that is under 
discussion, rather than the “natural” characteristics. Feminist (post-struc-
turalist) theory in particular (e.g. Butler, 1990) shows how complex and 
inherently divided the concept of gender is, proving above all that it is im-
possible to separate language or the language system from the construc-
tion of social reality, which is confirmed by the statement that “every time 
we speak, our language is the historical effect of language practices, usu-
ally controlled by the leading ideology” (Močnik, 2019, p. 357). French 
post-structuralist theory itself knows different approaches to explaining 
sex and gender in relation to language. Irigaray, for example, believes in 
the existence of only masculine sex that “elaborates itself in and through 
the production of the ‘Other’” (in Butler, 2006 [1990], p. 25):

In a move that complicates the discussion further, Luce Irigaray argues 
that women constitute a paradox, if not a contradiction, within the dis-
course of identity itself. Women are the “sex” which is not “one.” Within 
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a language pervasively masculinist, a phallogocentric language, women 
constitute the unrepresentable. In other words, women represent the sex 
that cannot be thought, a linguistic absence and opacity. Within a lan-
guage that rests on univocal signification, the female sex constitutes the 
unconstrainable and undesignatable (Butler, 2006 [1990], p. 13).

However, Wittig argues “that the category of sex is, under the con-
ditions of compulsory heterosexuality, always feminine (the masculine 
remaining unmarked and, hence, synonymous with the ‘universal’)” 
(Butler, 2006 [1990], p. 25). In the section that more directly discusses re-
lations in language, Butler states that a performative twist of language 
and/or discourse conceals the fact that “‘being’ a sex or a gender is funda-
mentally impossible” (ibid., p. 26). These theoretical considerations offer 
possible explanations as to why the introduction of the feminine into lan-
guage (e.g. feminine terms for job titles, social roles, etc., or agents, syn-
tactic agreement with the feminine gender, etc.) often generate new asym-
metries, especially in terms of meaning and evaluation. 

Discourse and GNL in Education
The field of education is particularly vulnerable to the transmission and 
dissemination of ideologies because of the marked “natural” imbalances 
of power between actors. The final section therefore focuses on the dis-
course and impact of GNL in education, based on some analyses already 
conducted and on practices implemented. Pirih Svetina (2012) notes that 
ideological properties can be attributed to different (linguistic) theories 
due to their power and influence, which is reflected in language text-
books. Silverstein (1979) argues that linguistic ideology is a “set of beliefs 
about language articulated by the users as a rationalisation and justifica-
tion of perceived language structure and use”. The historical role of text-
books has changed over the years, but they have always reflected the situ-
ation in science and specific philosophical orientations (Čok et al., 1999, 
pp. 194–198, in Pirih Svetina, 2012, p. 23). Any social ideology is strong-
ly reflected in teaching methods and textbook development, and – of par-
ticular importance for GNL – in the transfer of scientific theories into 
practice and actual (language) use (Pirih Svetina, 2012, p. 23). The prob-
lems of gender (in)equality are reflected in at least four basic areas of the 
pedagogical process that affect the language norm in different ways: gen-
der-sensitive language use in addressing students/pupils, teaching ma-
terials, language resources and lexicographic discourse, and (systemic) 
new stereotyping of social roles through gendered reading lists and other 
school activities. In the present article, we will only briefly discuss the first 
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group, as a great deal has already been said about the problem of the gener-
ic use of the masculine gender that significantly influences language use 
in educational institutions (Gastil, 1990; Bahovec, 1992; Kunst Gnamuš, 
1995; Žagar & Milharčič Hladnik, 1996; Hellinger & Bussmann, 2001; 
Hellinger & Motschenbacher, 2015; Šribar, 2010; Bajić, 2012; Perger, 2016; 
Kern & Vičar, 2019, etc.). The role of teaching materials and language re-
sources is also briefly discussed, focusing on the social role of the diction-
ary, which is remarkably powerful in both language standardisation and 
GNL.

Gender-Neutral Language in Nomenclatures and Terms of Address
The origins of GNL in Slovenia and the social climate surrounding it 
can be traced back to the two-year discussion initiated by European and 
national authorities (1995–1997) (cf. Umek, 2008, p. 58), which led to a 
revision of the gendered entries found in the Standard Classification of 
Occupations (1997). Recent research conducted by Bajić (2012) compared 
the views and behaviour of Slovenian and Serbian high school students 
and showed that Slovenian students have a significantly more positive at-
titude towards this issue than their Serbian counterparts, who have nev-
er been exposed to language policies of this kind. Thus, research on the 
implementation of GNL in Slovenia and Serbia has shown that language 
policies significantly influence the use and awareness of young speakers 
(high school students). GNL is considered not only in education, but also 
in various other areas of public life, such as law (e.g. Štajnpihler Božič, 
2019). Although the problem of nomenclatures and naming seems to be 
the most obvious example, it is in fact one of many levels where gender 
asymmetry manifests itself. As noted, the most deeply rooted problem 
arises from gendered address and gendered marking of the symbolic as-
pects of language. Although expressed in a variety of forms, the latter is 
equally problematic in many languages (e.g. Hellinger & Bussman, 2001).

Teaching Materials
Another study of GNL in the pedagogical field was conducted by Kranjc 
(2019, pp. 395–404), who examines pedagogical discourse in language 
teaching materials on the basis of which students form concepts about 
gender roles. Kranjc also finds that this is a frequently addressed topic 
in Slovenia, but that teachers lack adequate guidance on how to increase 
their sensitivity to GNL. The analysed materials showed that it was rare-
ly possible to avoid stereotypical gender roles intentionally (ibid., pp. 399–
400). Moreover, many existing Slovenian language teaching materials 
continue to reflect disproportionate attention devoted to male and female 
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authors. Gender-neutral discourse will thus play a crucial role in structur-
ing the fields of literary studies and education in the future, including the 
reform of the (national) literary canon. These fields may – for now – be 
free from the imminent threat of “feminisation”, but in order to achieve 
a more gender-balanced representation of literary knowledge they should 
develop a certain “feminist awareness”; as we know, the creation of gender 
stereotypes in society is also the result of a “/…/ single-sex perception of lit-
erature and thus of writing. Such selective exposure to literature can im-
pair adolescents’ ability to make critical judgements ... For example, teen-
age girls are forced to identify with male protagonists, which then carries 
over into real life ...” (Repar, 2015).

As the representation of women authors in teaching materials is a 
broad and complex topic, and has therefore been addressed independent-
ly, it will not be the focus of the present article (cf. e.g. Mihurko Poniž, 
2019; Vendramin, 2018).

Language Resources and Lexicographic Discourse
Various language resources (dictionaries, grammars, encyclopaedias, etc.) 
are an important repository of social meaning, although by no means the 
only one. For example, Gorjanc (2005, 2012, 2017) studied how stereo-
types and prejudices about social groups are encoded in Slovenian lexi-
cographic discourse. Dictionaries reflect social values not in the way they 
are practised, but “on the basis of the current social ideal” (Béjoint, 2000, 
p. 124, in Gorjanc, 2005, p. 199). In fact, every dictionary is influenced 
by an ideology, as it reflects social values and introduces the view of the 
most influential social group in terms of stigmatising and/or discrim-
inating vulnerable groups (e.g. women, homosexuals, immigrants, etc.), 
which can be indirectly (stereotypes) or directly (insults, swear words) of-
fensive. Furthermore, stereotypes “can lead to offensive references in re-
lation to a particular social group” (Gorjanc, 2005, p. 199), with a focus 
on women in the present article. While definitions and usage examples 
can serve to identify explicit and, in particular, covert ideologies (ibid., p. 
200), it is this covert nature that is at stake in modern practices of address-
ing and talking about women, because directly expressing one’s ideolo-
gy or even insulting this particular group is no longer socially acceptable. 
Gorjanc notes that many directly offensive terms or “negative emotive la-
bels” for women appear in the Dictionary of Standard Slovenian (SSKJ) 
and even more so in the Slovenian Normative Guide (SP 2001) (e.g. babišče 
(Eng. old bag), gobezdulja (Eng. loudmouth), debeluharica (Eng. fatso)), 
while also finding some examples of covert sexism (bejba (Eng. chick), 
etc). The use of these terms is often mislabelled, indicating a lack of social 
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responsibility and GNL through the representation of women. Most im-
portantly, these dictionaries do not show actual usage, which can be an-
alysed using contemporary reference corpora (such as Gigafida 2.0 and 
SlWaC). Thus, the linguistic norm is reflected at the level of the selected 
dictionary entries, as well as the definitions and usage examples, where the 
interpretation of reality and the social norm take precedence over gram-
matical gender. Lexicographic descriptions of meaning and usage play an 
important role in defining words, such as oseba (Eng. person) or človek 
(Eng. man/human), in the context of GNL (see especially senses 2 and 4 
including examples, below):

Picture 1: Lexicography at work in gender-(non)neutral language: noun 
človek (Eng. human) (Dictionary of Standard Slovenian, second edition 
(SSKJ2))

A quick look at the lexicographic description of these (lexically and 
semantically) gender-neutral words may call into question their neutrality 
in public discourse in which grammatical facts are not considered, where 
perceptions, intentions and effects of meaning and communication mat-
ter more. A dictionary must contain grammatical facts and should con-
vey the actual usage, meaning and pragmatic function of a word in a so-
cial context. However, usage examples often reflect the “social reality as 
seen by lexicographers” (Gorjanc, 2005, p. 205). For comparison, a corre-
sponding dictionary entry from the Oxford-DZS Comprehensive English-
Slovenian Dictionary (Krek, 2005–6) is shown below to demonstrate at-
tempts of a balanced gender representation policy based on actual usage at 
the level of entries, definitions and usage examples:
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Picture 2: Lexicography at work in gender-(non)neutral language: noun 
human (The Oxford-DZS Comprehensive English-Slovenian Dictionary)

The systematic definition of feminine agent nouns as derivatives of 
masculine nouns is another aspect of male-centric language that has been 
common in foreign language practice (e.g. Béjoint, 2000, pp.133–134, in 
Gorjanc, 2012, p. 206). There are 786 instances of the definition “feminine 
form of” in SSKJ (e.g. asistentka (Eng. teaching assistant), docentka (Eng. 
assistant professor), državljanka (Eng. (female) citizen), the examples of 
which are all too often stereotypical or even morally and ethically contro-
versial in the face of social reality. Gorjanc (ibid.) cites, among others, an 
example with the label “expressive” in “he will beat her black and blue”.7 
In summary, lexicographic discourse has the power to promote or com-
bat harmful ideologies such as sexism, homophobia, racism or anti-immi-
grant sentiments.

New Stereotyping or Re-Traditionalisation of Social Roles
In light of what has been said, it is all the more surprising that the prac-
tice of entrenching gender roles and stereotypes has expanded in recent 
decades. One example may be the increasing tendency to separate “books 
for girls” from “books for boys”, as found on reading lists in schools. This 
trend can be seen equally well in public libraries, where books are divid-
ed into “blue” and “pink/red” categories, as found in some young adult 

7	 This was later edited to “he will beat him black and blue”. 
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sections of public libraries. More importantly, this practice is implement-
ed by institutions that, along with schools, have absolute authority over 
the reading culture of children and young adults, and seems to contradict 
the goals of promoting gender equality in everyday life (social, profession-
al and economic equality). This reproduces gender stereotypes – especial-
ly in terms of evaluative meaning, such as in “the feminisation of educa-
tion, society, etc.” – that perpetuate social inequalities both conceptually 
and at the level of linguistic expression.

Conclusion
More in the form of an epilogue than a section proper, the latter theme 
has highlighted daily experiences that, when evaluated in the context of 
current social, political and cultural realities, can mean only one thing: re-
gression in the prospects of gender equality and the erosion of already es-
tablished standards of emancipation. To pursue the goals of equality and 
resist the erosion of emancipatory practices, different and sometimes dia-
metrically opposed social approaches coded in language use and in teach-
ing materials should be adopted. Solidifying traditional gender roles and 
gender stereotypes in educational processes counteracts the efforts to 
make female literary authors more prominent compared to their male 
counterparts. Moreover, it does not increase sensitivity to issues of social 
inequality in general or make young girls and boys more aware of physical, 
psychological and economic violence against the vulnerable, nor does it 
empower young people to become socially critical individuals. However, 
language remains a key factor in either achieving or undermining social 
equality, which is why this issue was given prominence in the present ar-
ticle. The most socially influential groups tend to deny others the right to 
challenge what is culturally taken for granted in discussions about lan-
guage and gender. The debate surrounding GNL is clearly less about the 
language system and more about communicative processes and their so-
cial implications. Therefore, the focus is first on language as public dis-
course: language use is embedded in much broader social (im)balances, 
with gender construction taking place through and primarily in language. 
At the same time, the notion of language system cannot be completely 
bypassed in any debate about language policies, as the levels of language 
functioning are complex and interdependent. Some typical discourses in-
volving “feminisation” can be identified on the basis of corpus analysis 
of the relevant contexts, in particular the conception of women’s domi-
nance as a deviation from the norm and male dominance as (supposed) 
neutrality. This discursive phenomenon is analogous to the supposed neu-
trality of the grammatical norm whereby (male) grammatical gender is 
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believed to be immune to the asymmetries found in common social rela-
tions. Empirical – i.e. corpus-based – research shows that “feminisation” 
denotes the process of women “taking over” in many spheres of public life, 
and is typically associated with negative evaluation. There is a strong per-
ception in society that women increasingly dominate certain areas such as 
education, law, journalism and health care, and even the military, which 
is seen as a social problem. As for the discourse analysis of discussions on 
GNL (e.g. Šorli, 2019; Mikić & Kalin Golob, 2019), it is worth noting that 
arguments opposing efforts to reduce male-centric language come from 
different and even opposing ideological positions, indicating the complex 
nature of societal perspectives that determine whether GNL would be 
supported or opposed. However, what really connects the different find-
ings in gender-related theories is symbolic power, which is presented as a 
universal despite being simply power, which is also discussed by Bourdieu 
(1991). Another expression similar to many other feminine grammati-
cal forms in that it is devoid of content is “feminine writing” (the French 
term écriture féminine being a rare exception to the rule), which is most-
ly used pejoratively to “discredit female writers as ‘peculiar’ or ‘particular’ 
in relation to the ‘universal’ or supposedly ‘gender unmarked’ writing of 
men.” This struggle is similar to that taking place in linguistics. Slovenian 
female author and translator Barbara Simoniti sums it up with the follow-
ing thought: “I have never heard anyone say that ‘William Shakespeare 
was one of the greatest representatives of male world literature.’ Literature 
is universal – or at least it wants to be. However, it is fascinating that this 
universal feeling disappears almost instantly when a text is written by a 
woman.”8
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